The peripheral intravenous cannula: a cause of venous air embolism.
Venous air embolism has been reported as a complication of invasive diagnostic and therapeutic procedures or accidental trauma. Little is known about the incidence of air embolism after minimal intravenous manipulations, such as the insertion of a peripheral intravenous cannula. Small air emboli in the central veins, central arteries, and cardiac chambers can be detected during electron-beam computed tomography studies of the chest. Electron-beam computed tomography of the chest was performed on 208 patients after the insertion of a peripheral intravenous cannula. The images were analyzed using a digital workstation. Small air embolism was visible in 10 of 208 (4.8%) patients in the following locations: the pulmonary trunk in 6 patients, the right ventricle in 2, the right atrium in 1, and the left brachiocephalic vein in 1. The embolism was asymptomatic in each patient. Although the potential risks in patients with septal defects and shunts remain unclear, caution should be taken with minimal intravenous manipulations.